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issues that contribute to the implementation of child rights in both industrialized and developing countries.

Mulugojam

Life after Early Marriage

Mulugojam, Weinishet, Tsigereda and Zeinab have much in common.  They were all married
very young to men much older than themselves, whom they did not know before their
wedding.  All these girls got away from their forced early marriages to face a life of hardship
compounded with the stigma and marginalization that goes with such an act.  Against severe
odds, they are finding ways to cope and to take care of themselves and their children.

Today, Mulugoja Ashebir  is 21 years
old.  With an air of resignation and
courage, she tells her story.  “I was
married when I reached the age of ten.
At thirteen, my son was born.  My
daughter followed a few years later.  My
life was nothing but work and misery.
After six years of toil and suffering, I
couldn’t take it any more so I decided to
leave my husband and move to town
together with the children.  I came to
Bahir Dar, where I found work as a
maid.  Of course, my family was mad at

me for bringing shame upon them and they cut me off completely leaving me quite helpless.
However, one of my aunts took mercy on me and gave me and my children a place to stay in
her very small house.”

After a series of unsuccessful attempts to make a decent living to support herself and her
two children, Mulugojam is now working as a daily labourer on a building site, where she is
paid 3 birr for a day’s work (8 birr equals US$ 1).  She cannot afford to send her children to
school.

To further complicate her dire financial situation, Mulugojam is burdened with a debt of 500
birr  – settlement of a small credit which she was granted a few years ago to help her set up
her own business.  She used this credit to open a small shop selling sundry items, such as
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Weinishet and Tsigereda

paper, syrup, gum, etc. but did not manage to make any profit and eventually got into debt.
She is now expected to reimburse at least 42 birr per month to the guarantor of her loan.

“Perhaps it would have been better to stay in my marriage after all.” Mulugojam says finally
with a wistful sigh.  “I am now reconciled with my family and we visit them often.  I pray
that God will keep me healthy so that I can look after my children.  I wish for money to pay
for a house, food and other basic needs, especially education for the children and, who
knows, maybe also for myself!”

Weinishet Makonnen,  16 years old, still
bears the marks of the trauma she was
subjected to.  Shy and hesitant, she said in
a very soft voice “ I was married at the age
of seven.  My husband was much older
than me.  He waited until I was nine years
old before intercourse.   It was very
difficult.   He passed away when I was 12
years old.  I was pregnant at the time, but
lost the baby after a difficult labour, which
went on for days.  I do not want to re-
marry.  I do not want any man to come
near me.”

Weinishet is living with relatives and sells grains for a living.  Her daily income is next to
nothing - one birr per day, which buys her some bread or injera (traditional Ethiopian bread)
without sauce or meat.  As with Mulugojam, Weinishet is also reimbursing the credit of 500
birr, which she did not know how to manage effectively.  She hopes to earn enough money
one day to allow her to return to an extension education programme, which she was obliged
to give up when her income fell.

Tsigereda   has a more optimistic story to tell.  “I was married at the age of ten and ran
away from my husband when I was 12 only to find that I was expecting a baby.  However,
that did not stop me leaving.  I was lucky to meet a very kind old lady, who took me into her
home and helped me.  Unfortunately, she passed away a few years ago.  I was also lucky in
that my family has forgiven me and has decided to ignore the stigma attached to my
situation.  They help me financially and send my son to school.  As for me, I wash clothes
for several clients – each client pays five birr per month for a weekly wash.  Not much, but it
helps!”

Tsigereda attends night school to improve her education, but does not feel comfortable with
the other students.  Like the others, she also received the small  credit of 500 birr which she
used to learn basket weaving and set up a small stall.  She admits, “Much as the training was
useful, the enterprise did not work as I was not business-minded enough.  I soon found
myself in debt – which I am now reimbursing.  But, I have learned a lot.”
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Zeinab

Zeinab, is 26 years old.  She was married at the age
of ten and gave birth at 12 to a baby girl.  However, the
trauma of the early delivery was too much for her young
and fragile body and the whole left side of her body
remained paralysed.  As a result, her husband sent her
back to her family and eventually abandoned her
completely and re-married.  She is now living with an
aunt and earns some money selling potatoes, together
with her daughter, who is now 13 and whom she cannot
afford to send to school

These victims of the traditional practice of early
marriage are not isolated cases.  Early marriage is
widely practised in many parts of Ethiopia: 82% in
Amhara, 79% in Tigray,  64% in
Benishangul/ Gumuz, 64% in Gambella and 46% in
Afar.

Marriage agreements can take place at a very early age
of between 4 to 5 years or sometimes in utero.  The marriage ceremony could follow soon
after, but often the bride does not go to her bridegroom’s home until she is 10 to 13 years
old – sometimes earlier.

Early marriage is seen as a way to improve the economic status of the family through
marriage, to strengthen the ties between the marrying families, to ensure that girls are virgins
when they marry and to avoid the possibility of a girl not being marriageable later in life.    It
is now recognised that this practice has very harmful effects on the health and psychological
well-being of young girls.  Premature and mostly forced intercourse often results in harm to
the uterus and/or the body in general, sometimes leading to death, as well as short and long
term problems related to early pregnancy and delivery.

Family law recently adopted in Ethiopia has set
the legal age of marriage at 18.  However,
traditions die hard and it is not easy to change
the mind-set of societies who believe that, if
they do not marry of their daughters young
enough, they stand to lose rather than gain in
the long run.

Elders rue their poverty
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In Sedatamit Mariam, a small village close to Bahir Dar, clan leaders and elders blame their
poverty for not being in the enviable position to marry their young daughters and thus gain
from a profitable union with some wealthy landowners. When confronted with the argument
that education would be better for the girls than marriage, Yilak Aseye, Mihrat Amlaku, and

Balo Azene were unanimous in their concern for the girls'
vulnerability on the long road to the nearest school.  The girls'
security far outweighed their appreciation of the problems a girl has
to face in an early marriage.

With support from UNICEF, the Women’s Affairs Office and the National Committee on
Traditional Practices of Ethiopia, a social mobilisation and sensitisation campaign is
underway in the regions where this practice is most-widely practised.  The campaign seeks to
convince the parents, the elders, the society at large, that it is far better from all points of
view to give young girls a good basic education that will allow them to assume their role and
responsibilities in society.

Feature and photographs by Margherita Amodeo, Information and Communication
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